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T

he Hebrews had no specific word to express their idea of the space where they
lived. They had therefore to resort to a
paraphrase such as “heavens and earth,”
an expression which they always associated with
the idea of Creation (Gen 1:1; Isa 65:17; Jer 33:25;
Ps 115:15; 121:2; 124:8; 134:3; 146:6, etc.). Thus
the Hebrew concept of the world is fundamentally
committed to the doctrine of Creation. The expression “heaven and earth” applies only to the human
universe and does not refer to worlds which are
beyond the human experience. The Hebrew concept of the world refers only to the created world in
which the human is a part. The Hebrew is not concerned with other worlds (although they are not
ignored: Job 38:7; Ps 148:2‑4) nor with the scientific, objective reality of the world. Only the created
world as it relates to humanity is of interest. Starting from there, “their created world,” the Hebrews
will draw all of their theological conclusions.

1. The World is Limited

The concept that the world has been created implies first of all that the world is an object with no
power in itself whatsoever, and therefore owes its
existence to an external power. The divine ownership (Ps 82:8; 1 Chr 29:11) and sovereignty (1
Chr 29:12; Job 38:23) of the world are related to
the idea of Creation. In that connection it is significant that the technical term bara has only God
as a subject.
It also implies that the world came out as something new. Significantly, the verb bara, “to create,”
is always associated with the idea of newness ( Jer
31:22; Isa 65:1; Ps 51:10). Thus the Bible opposes the concept of a “genesis” which posits an
organic (genetic) connection between the world
and what came before it; the Bible rather presents a creation which is founded on an essential
breach between the actual world and what came
before it. The world is not perceived as preexistent, either as God (as in ancient mythology)
or as coming from God (as in emanatism and
pantheism). The space of the Hebrew is void of
gods, it is demythologized. The sun, the moon
and the trees are not gods to be worshiped but are
limited, useful things. This concern explains why
the author of Genesis 1 is so reluctant to use the
common names of shemesh and yareach respectively for sun and moon, designations which are
also names of common pagan deities. He prefers
to refer to them as to ordinary instruments, the
great and the small lamps (Gen 1:16).

2. The World is Infinite

On the other hand, because it is created, the world
comes to humankind as something which precedes
and therefore surpasses them. The world also escapes human apprehension. This ambivalent perception of the world is indicated on the linguistic
level. Besides the vague expression “heaven and
earth,” the Hebrews use two specific words when
they want to refer to the earthly world: erets (Ps
22:27; Isa 23:17) and ôlam (Ps 73:12; Isa 64:4).
Erets connotes the idea of limitation; it may also
mean the country distinct from another country
(Gen 12:1, 47:27), or dry land as distinct from
water (Gen 1:10), or simply the earth as distinct
from heaven (Gen 1:1). The word ôlam, however,
connotes the idea of the unseen ( Job 28:21) and
is commonly used to express the idea of infinity
and eternity (Isa 26:4; Ezek 37:25).

3. A Vital Tension

These two perceptions of the world are suggested in Genesis 1 and 2, in the way that man and
woman are situated in the world. In Genesis 1
humanity is lost in the infinity of a world which
has preceded them. In Genesis 2 the humans
occupy the whole space and everything revolves
around them in order to serve them. So the Bible
sometimes describes the human as lord of the
world having dominion over nature (Gen 1:28;
2:19-20; 9:2; Ps 8:6‑8), sometimes as an insignificant creature overwhelmed by the infinite
grandeur of the universe (Ps 8:3‑4; Job 7:17; Job
38‑41).
It is also noteworthy that these two views are often used in the same context (see especially Ps 8
and Gen 1 and 2) so as to convey the idea that
both should be assumed together. In fact this
tension is vital since it preserves us from two often experienced pitfalls, namely idolatry and ecological abuse.
Excerpted from Jacques B. Doukhan, Hebrew for Theologians: A Textbook for the Study of Biblical Hebrew in Relation to Hebrew Thinking (Lanham, MD: University Press of
America, Inc., 1993), 196-197.

SHABBAT SHALOM 23

